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Culture, Traditions and Policies:
Chinese Perspectives on the Children Left Behind
Calla Kelley-Renda

Abstract: Due to China’s rapidly growing population, the government implemented a policy in
1980 to restrict couples from having more than one child. After the policy’s implementation, tens
of thousands of children and babies were given up for adoption, the majority of which were
female. I aim to research this gender divide, looking at the impact of the varying levels of the
policy’s enforcement and the traditional Chinese values that place greater importance on boys
than girls. Although there is a vast amount of scholarship regarding Chinese adoptees, little
research has been conducted regarding the perspectives of people in China. I will fill this gap
with a documentary regarding Chinese perspectives on adoption, the reasons for the
abandonment of girls and what Chinese individuals wish to say to Chinese adoptees longing for a
sense of understanding.
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Introduction
China’s Population Growth
China’s population has been exponentially rising since the 1960s, during which the
population surpassed 660 million (“China”). China was not equipped to handle its populace. The
depleting resources left people with hardly enough to survive (Lim; “Great Leap”). Beginning in
the 1980s, the government began limiting childbirth.
There was mandatory IUD insertion for women who had already given birth and
sterilization for couples who had a second child. Land was given to couples that promised to not
have a child while they tended the land. Women were forced to have late-term abortions and
provinces were given sterilization quotas (Spence 650).
The One Child Policy, which stated that couples were only allowed to have one child,
was officially implemented on September 25th, 1980 (Pletcher). The policy was not enforced to
the same degree in all areas. It was strictly enforced in urban areas as opposed to more relaxed in
rural areas (Eberhardt; Hesketh et al. 1171). Despite the illegality of abandoning a child, tens of
thousands of babies were given up. Due to the number of abandoned children, China opened up
its adoptions to foreigners in 1992 (“Adoption: China”).
In the United States alone, there have been thousands of Chinese adoptions. From 1999 to
2016, there were 78,257 adoptions from China to the United States (“Adoptions by Country”).
Chinese adoptees are often left with questions about their birth families (Hoppenhauer 3). What
factors contribute to the decision to leave a child? What would their life have been like in China?
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Traditional Chinese Values
There is a stark divide between the number of orphaned females and males. Females
constitute 86% of all adoptees from China to the United States between 1999 to 2016
(“Adoptions by Country”). This leads to questions regarding the intersection of Chinese adoption
and gender roles.
China is a patriarchal society. In “Chinese villages, many people, when asked about their
'children' . . . will answer as if only sons count, failing even to mention the existence of daughters
unless specifically asked” (Johnson 62). Especially in rural areas, patriarchal values persist (Selin
17). Women continue to be seen as caretakers, homemakers and mothers (Chow and Chen 72).
Traditional Chinese values stem from Confucian teachings (Shek 276). In China, the
Confucian principle of filial piety, or xiao, remains important to this day (Shek 276). Attributed
to the values of filial piety, sons are expected to have children, thus continuing the family name
(Shek 276). A traditional saying, “bu xiao you san, wu hou wei da,” translates to, “among the
three unfilial acts, childlessness is the most serious” (Shek 276). There are seven acceptable
conditions under which a husband is allowed to divorce a wife, one of which is if the wife does
not bear a son (Shek 276).

I will explore Chinese adoption by looking at the varying importance of filial piety, traditional
gender roles and policy implementation in rural and urban areas.
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Questions
I.

Given the divide between the number of abandoned girls and boys, has Chinese culture
and values influenced this gender divide?
A. Does the impact of traditional values vary between urban and rural areas?

II.

How have Chinese values and governmental force played roles in the decision to
relinquish a child?

III.

How do Chinese people feel about adoption? What do Chinese individuals want to say to
adoptees?

IV.

What is life like for young adult females in Huanggang and the surrounding, rural
villages?

Related Work
Although there are academic papers and personal stories about Chinese adoption, there
has been little research on adoption from a Chinese perspective. For example, a study entitled
“Parental Assessment of Behavior in Chinese Adoptees during Early Childhood,” explores the
behavior of Chinese adoptees in comparison to the behavior of children who grew up with their
biological families (Rojewski 79-96). In the book, Asian American Psychology: Current
Perspectives, the bicultural identity of Asian adoptees is analyzed (Alvarez et al. 345-358).
Adoptee perspectives are explored rather than Chinese perspectives.
There is also a variety of personal narratives about adoptees. Some include, “In Search of
Self, Chinese Adoptees Find Shifting Identities,” “Chinese Adoptees at Home in America,” and
“Her Search for Her Mother Touches An Entire Chinese City” (“In Search”; Silverman; Cook).
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These narratives explore the changing identity of adoptees and the emotions behind birth family
searching. Still, these studies and narratives do not touch on Chinese perspectives.
In terms of media, films about Asian adoption also typically focus on the stories of
adoptees. Such films include Adopted, akaDan, Somewhere Between and Twinsters (Lee;
Maxwell; Knowlton; Futerman and Miyamoto). As can be seen, there is a lack of information
regarding Chinese perspectives on adoption.
In terms of studies on traditional values in China, none of them look at the intersection
between Chinese perspectives on adoption and the influence of traditional values. The article,
“Filial Piety in Contemporary Chinese Societies: A Comparative Study of Taiwan, Hong Kong,
and China,” concludes that filial piety is still valued in China, yet this study does not include
research about the impact of filial piety on adoption (Yeh et al. 292). Another study concludes
that females do not share the same power as men within the household (Yifei 20-21). Although it
addresses gender roles, the study still does not comment on how gender roles impact
abandonment numbers. Due to the information gap regarding the intersection of traditional
values and Chinese perspectives on adoption and abandonment, I will focus my research on these
areas.
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Methods
I will film a documentary as the culmination of my research.

Preliminary Interviews
There is a variety of interviews I need to conduct prior to visiting China. I will interview
Dr. Robin Wang, professor of philosophy and chair of Asian and Asian American Studies at
Loyola Marymount University. Due to her expertise in Chinese philosophy and culture, she is the
perfect person to ask about how traditional Chinese philosophy impacts modern life.
I will also interview Man-Li Kuo Lin, founder of the Long Island Families with Children
from China’s Chinese Heritage and Language Program. Man-Li is versed in Chinese culture and
adoption.
I will conduct Skype interviews with Charlotte Cotter and Laney Allison, founders of
China’s Children International, an online community for Chinese adoptees. Based on their
experiences searching for their birth parents, I will question them about how they think Chinese
individuals view adoption.
If possible, I would love to talk to Jenna Cook about Chinese adoptees exploring their
identities and returning to China. Jenna was adopted from China when she was a baby. When she
was in college, she decided to travel to China to begin her search. After placing an advertisement
in a local newspaper, tens of families came out to say that she was their daughter (Cook).
Specifically for Cook, how have her experiences meeting over 50 Chinese birth families shaped
her understanding of the perspectives of birth families?
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Trip to Beijing, China
I will visit the China Center of Children’s Welfare and Adoption (CCCWA), which
oversees the welfare of orphans, to talk to them about what they do and acquire statistics about
adoptions in specific provinces and cities in China. I also hope to meet with the directors of the
Children of Uncle Sun, which is a program based in Beijing that helps adoptees learn about
Chinese culture. I will ask them about Chinese perspectives on adoption.

Trip to Huanggang, China in the Hubei Province
I chose Huanggang because it is a small city with surrounding rural areas so I can easily
move between urban and rural areas to conduct my interviews. The One Child Policy was strictly
enforced in the province of Hubei so I hope to explore how and if governmental implementation
methods impacted abandonment numbers (Eberhardt).
My first stop in Huanggang is the Huanggang Social Welfare Institute. I would like to
interview caretakers. In the city of Huanggang, I will interview regular people and birth and
foster families about their feelings about adoption, traditional values and enforcement of the One
Child Policy. I also plan on visiting the rural villages surrounding the Huanggang urban area and
ask the same questions.

Expected Results
I expect to create a 15-30 minute documentary to serve as my thesis film.
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Conclusion
While there are extensive accounts of Chinese adoptees, there is a definite lack of
information about Chinese perspectives on adoption. My research aims to fill this gap by
studying how Chinese individuals perceive adoption, what factors lead to their decision to
relinquish their child and how they feel about the children they left behind.
I will create a documentary from the Chinese perspective, focusing on Chinese culture,
values and lifestyle. I will incorporate the history of the One-Child policy, Confucian values,
gender roles and modern culture, specifically looking at orphanages, birth families and my home
city of Huanggang.

Kelley-Renda 9
Works Cited
“Adoption: China.” Schuster Institute for Investigative Journalism, Brandeis University, 22 Feb.
2011, www.brandeis.edu/investigate/adoption/china.html#1, Accessed 13 October 2017.
“Adoptions by Country.” Intercountry Adoption, U.S. Department of State, 2016,
travel.state.gov/content/adoptionsabroad/en/about-us/statistics.html, Accessed 15 October
2017.
Alvarez, Alvin, and Nita Tewari. Asian American Psychology: Current Perspectives. Psychology
Press, 2012.
“China” The World Bank, www.data.worldbank.org/country/china, Accessed 10 November
2017.
Chow, Esther Ngan-ling, and Kevin Chen. “The Impact of the One Child Policy on Women and
the Patriarchal Family in the People's Republic of China.” Women, the Family, and
Policy: A Global Perspective, State University of New York Press, 1994, pp. 71–98.
EBSCOhost,
http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=nlebk&AN=5999&site=ehost-liv
e&scope=site, Accessed 02 October 2017.
Cook, Jenna. “Her Search For Her Mother Touches An Entire Chinese City.” NPR Parallels,
NPR, 12 April 2016,
www.npr.org/sections/parallels/2016/04/12/473849033/searching-for-her-mother-her-stor
y-touches-an-entire-chinese-city, Accessed 02 October 2017.
Eberhardt, Chris. “Learning from China's One Child Policy.” The Mantle, 26 Oct. 2011,

Kelley-Renda 10
www.mantlethought.org/international-affairs/learning-chinas-one-child-policy, Accessed
13 November 2017.
Futerman, Samantha and Ryan Miyamoto, directors. Twinsters. Netflix, 2015.
“Great Leap Forward.” Encyclopædia Britannica, Encyclopædia Britannica, Inc., 20 July 2016,
www.britannica.com/event/Great-Leap-Forward, Accessed 30 October 2017.
Hesketh, Therese, et al. “The Effect of China's One-Child Family Policy after 25 Years.” New
England Journal of Medicine, vol. 353, no. 11, 15 Sept. 2005, pp. 1171–1176.
Hoppenhauer, Denise Harris. Adopting a Daughter from China. IUniverse, Inc., 2006.
“In Search of Self, Chinese Adoptees Find Shifting Identities.” NBC News Asian America,
NBCUniversal News Group, 22 Sept. 2014,
www.nbcnews.com/news/asian-america/search-self-chinese-adoptees-find-shifting-identi
ties-n203906, Accessed 30 October 2017.
Johnson, Kay. “Chinese Orphanages: Saving China's Abandoned Girls.” The Australian Journal
of Chinese Affairs, vol. 30, July 1993, pp. 61–87., doi:10.2307/2949992.
Knowlton, Linda Goldstein, director. Somewhere Between. Ladylike Films, 2011.
Lee, Barb, director. Adopted. Point Made Films, Inc., 2009.
Lim, Louisa. “A Grim Chronicle Of China's Great Famine.” NPR, NPR, 10 Nov. 2012,
www.npr.org/2012/11/10/164732497/a-grim-chronicle-of-chinas-great-famine, Accessed
29 October 2017.
Maxwell, Jon, director. Aka DAN. Aka Dan, YouTube, 6 May 2014,
www.youtube.com/watch?v=OzGHY6enzDs, Accessed 30 October 2017.
Pletcher, Kenneth. “One-Child Policy.” Encyclopædia Britannica, Encyclopædia Britannica,

Kelley-Renda 11
Inc., 24 July 2017, www.britannica.com/topic/one-child-policy, Accessed 10 October
2017.
Rojewski, JW, et al. “Parental Assessment of Behavior in Chinese Adoptees during Early
Childhood.” Child Psychiatry & Human Development, vol. 31, no. 1, 2000, pp. 79–96.
Selin, Helaine, et al. “Parenting Practices and Shyness in Chinese Children.” Parenting Across
Cultures Childrearing, Motherhood and Fatherhood in Non-Western Cultures, Springer
Science & Business Media, 2013, pp. 13–24.
Shek, Daniel. “Chinese Family Research: Puzzles, Progress, Paradigms, and Policy
Implications.” Journal of Family Issues, vol. 27, no. 3, 30 June
2006, pp. 275–284., doi:10.1177/0192513X05283508.
Silverman, Rena. “Chinese Adoptees at Home in America.” Lens: Photography, Video and
Visual Journalism, The New York Times, 16 Dec. 2015, nyti.ms/2pWTdt3, Accessed 30
October 2017.
Spence, Jonathan D. The Search for Modern China. 1st ed., Norton, 1990.
Yeh, Kuang-Hui, et al. “Filial Piety in Contemporary Chinese Societies: A Comparative Study of
Taiwan, Hong Kong, and China.” International Sociology, vol. 28, no. 3, 1 May 2013,
pp. 277–296. Sage Journals, doi:10.1177/0268580913484345,
https://doi.org/10.1177/0268580913484345, Accessed 15 October 2017.
Yifei, Shen. “China in the ‘Post-Patriarchal Era’ Changes in the Power Relationships in Urban
Households and an Analysis of the Course of Gender Inequality in Society.” Chinese
Sociology and Anthropology, vol. 43, no. 4, Summer 2011, pp. 5–23. Taylor & Francis

Kelley-Renda 12
Online, doi:0009-4625, http://dx.doi.org/10.2753/CSA0009-4625430401, Accessed 02
October 2017.

Kelley-Renda 13
Budget
Airfare
$5700 (3 Passengers) (Flight from NYC to Beijing, Beijing to Wuhan and Wuhan to NYC)
I am including three passengers because along with myself, I hope to have a translator,
preferably one of my friends who speaks Chinese, as well as someone to help with filming. I
would need air transportation from New York City to Beijing, Beijing to Wuhan and Wuhan to
New York City.

Ground Transportation within China
I would require transportation from Wuhan to Huanggang which would be approximately $35
USD.

Accommodation
Beijing $1500
I will need a hotel for 10 nights in Beijing. This amount of time will allow me to go to the China
Center of Children’s Welfare and Adoption (CCCWA). It’s address is Sun Light International
Plaza No. 16, Wang Jia Yuan Lane, Dong Cheng District, Beijing, China 100027. I will also
have time to go to the Children of Uncle Sun to talk to and interview the directors of the
program. I also hope to conduct other interviews within Beijing. With taxes and applicable fees,
the cheapest hotel around the Dong Cheng District is priced at around $1,500 USD for ten nights.
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Huanggang $2000
I hope to stay in Huanggang for 15 days. I will need more time than in Beijing to interview
people within the city and the rural areas. Also, I want to visit the Huanggang Social Welfare
Institute. The cheapest hotel in the Huanggang area is around $2000 for 15 nights.

Chinese Visa Costs
3 People $420

Video Equipment
Ideally, I would be able to use some of the equipment from LMU’s film school. If I am unable to
do so, I do have a DSLR that I could use for filming. Still, I do not have access to a microphone
or lighting equipment. For budget wireless microphones, prices average around $350. A basic
camera light averages around $50.

Gifts for Interviewees and Orphanages
$150
Often, gifts are given to the directors of the orphanages upon visiting. As incentives to
participate in my documentary, I would like to provide my interviewees with some tokens of
appreciation such as small souvenirs from the United States.
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Budget
Airfare for 3 people

$5700

Figure 1

Ground Transportation

$35

Figure 2 and Figure 3

Accommodation (Beijing) (10
Days)

$1500

Figure 4 and Figure 5

Accommodation (Huanggang) (15 $2000
Days)

Figure 6 and Figure 7

Chinese Visa for 3 people

$420

Figure 8

Video Equipment

$400, unless I am able to
borrow equipment from
LMU School of Film and
Television

Figure 9 and Figure 10

Gifts for interviewees and
orphanages

$150

N/A

Total Cost including Video
Equipment Cost

$10, 155

Figure 1: Airfare Costs for 3 people from NYC to Beijing, Beijing to Wuhan and Wuhan to NYC
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Figure 2: Ground Transportation Cost from Wuhan Airport, the closest airport to Huanggang
City, to Huanggang

Figure 3: Chinese Yuan to US Dollar Conversion Rate for Ground Transportation Cost
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Figure 4: List of Hotels in the Dong Cheng District, close to the building of the CCCWA in
Beijing
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Figure 5: Beijing Accommodation Cost for 10 Days
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Figure 6: Huanggang Accommodation Cost for 15 days (This is the only available hotel for a 15
day period)
Figure 7: Chinese Yuan to US Dollar Conversion Rate for Huanggang Accommodation Cost
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Figure 8: Chinese Visa Cost per Person
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Figure 9: Light Cost
Figure 10: Microphone Cost

